
Steps into the Emptiness, Ruth1
Sacred Romance #1

✦Intro: Ruth is a love story, but it is more than merely a throbbing love 

story.  In our day, love stories amount to little more than tales of attraction 

and emphasis on lots of sexual pleasure.  Ruth’s story is so much more.  

It’s beauty is far more mature and fulfilling. Where television and media 

present men and women in the basest of ways today, this is a story of a 

real, noble man, and a real virtuous woman.  But it’s more than that too.  

It’s a love story grander than the human level, for in Ruth’s story we hear 

God’s love story of provision, and sovereign presence that creates life, and 

hope for the living and the dead.  So ancient Israel would read Ruth every 

year during the feast of weeks (Pentecost) at the celebration of the harvest.  

And they would remember it is the sovereign love of God that provides 

grain, bread, family, and genuine love between people. This story is a story 

to be remembered by people who sometimes start to feel empty, and 

hungry, and  alone, for Naomi was all those things before the curtain draws 

on the first scene.  Pain is a real part of life.  Need is a real part of life. The 

question posed by the Book of Ruth is “Where shall I look when in my need 

and pain?”  One of the first things we see in the story is this:
✦1. In my bleakness God is not gone.
✦A. It was a bleak time for Israel.  It was a bleak time for Naomi’s family.  

First, (v1) we are told it was the time of the Judges, 400 years of 

disorganized rule.  Ruth wasn’t written then, of course.  The author knew 

about King David, who came a few generations later.  But the author is 

telling us the setting.  You should think of the time of the Judges something 

like the Old West in American history.  The last line in the previous book, 

Judges, reads like this.
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✦“In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit.” 

Judges 21:25, NIV.
✦It was a bloody time.  The time of Gideon, who hid in a wine press to 

thresh his grain because the marauding Midianites would take any food 

they found. It was the time of Samson when the Philistines ruled the land 

and taxed the Israelites.  It was a Dark Ages era without universal law. 

Anyone with a gun and a quick draw took what they wanted.  The Judges 

were not like those of our courts today.  They were Lone Ranger heroes 

that God would raise up to save the day now and again. Gideon was a 

judge.  Samson served as a judge.  Someone to ride into town and say 

enough was enough.  A Daniel Boon, or a Wyatt Erp, or a Kit Carson, 

deputized for the need at hand.  Like the old west, it was a dangerous time.  

Add to that, it was a famine time.  Even in Bethlehem, whose name means 

“House of Bread” there was no bread (lechem”).  
✦It is in this empty era that Naomi goes from full to empty herself. The 

vehicle of her good fortune runs out of gas.  But it is in the utter emptiness 

that she discovers a reality she might have not noticed before, and that is 

the beauty of this love story. 
✦In Chapter 1, Naomi, whose name means pleasant, becomes Mara, 

which means bitter. This chapter is essentially an outline of her steps 

into emptiness.  First, her family leaves Bethlehem, the house of 

bread.  They leave the Promised Land too, which almost feels like 

they are bailing on God.  Far as we know, nobody else left.  The 

towns people are all there in Chapter 2 when she comes back!  And 

second, of all places they could have gone, they chose Moab.  
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Moabites were bitter enemies of Israel.  They hired a sorcerer named 

Balaam to curse Israel as they passed through on the way to 

Canaan.  When Israel asked for food/bread on their journey, Moab 

wouldn’t help.  Consequently Israel had a law that no Moabite or their 

offspring up to the tenth generation could walk into an Israelite 

church!  Their law forbade making political friendships with Moab, 

much like the US has been toward Cuba for many years because of 

their communist ways. So going to Moab was like playing with fire.  

Not a real smart move.  It’s like an alcoholic deciding to go into the 

liquor business.  
✦The third step down into emptiness is when Dad dies.  All legal 

rights and lineage are figured through the husband, so that’s a blow 

to Naomi.  Next, her boys marry Moabite girls!  You need to 

understand, this is like a Hatfield marrying a McCoy.  Or a Croatian 

marrying a Serbian. Or a Catholic marrying a Hindu.  Then comes the 

final step into emptiness.  Both boys die too, in a foreign land, with no 

relatives around to help, no citizenship or status.  No green card.  No 

work permit.  No rights. No help. Nothing. At all. 
✦B.  I wonder if anyone here can feel for Naomi.  You know, you’ve 

taken some steps into emptiness too.  Worked for the company a 

long time only to have it fold under you. Did nothing malicious but got 

sued by somebody that wanted easy money. Tried to keep your nose 

clean but got blamed for something anyway.  Had one surgery lead to 

another and another.   Gave him or her your heart only to have it 

betrayed, stomped on and left in the dust. 
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✦Maybe sometimes it feels like famine surrounds you too.  Like 

maybe God isn’t winning in your home land. Maybe it disheartens you 

as our government grows more and more anti-Christian and you see 

Christians being fined today for the very faith that built this country.  

But that’s small in comparison to Christians literally being cut apart in 

the Middle East just for not being Muslim.  
✦Now here’s the key. In our pain and trouble we, like Naomi, can 

sometimes conclude v21:
✦“I went away full, but the LORD has brought me back empty. Why 

call me Naomi? The LORD has afflicted me; the Almighty has brought 

misfortune upon me.”” Ruth 1:21, NIV.
✦Naomi had become bitter.  Bitterness has a way of keeping us from 

seeing God at work.  But Naomi was wrong.  God was still with her and 

God did not bring her back empty.  She had Ruth!  She just doesn’t realize 

it yet.  The story calls you to realize it. It’s the story that was read at harvest 

which rejoices year after year that while there’s a whole lot of time when 

the land is bare, and we wonder how it will turn out, there is a providing 

God.  When Israel is in famine, or when in plenty, it’s still the providing God 

we need to trust. Don’t let bitterness cloud the eyes of your faith.  God is 

never not at work for the good of his children even when he afflicts us.


✦2.  All my emptiness is a result of the fallen, and sinful nature of 

mankind and myself.  This is a basic teaching of the Scriptures, friends. 

All death, emptiness, struggle, sorrow, -however you want to name it,  

results from the moral depravity in the human creature. In the course of our 
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study of the four chapters of Ruth we’ll also note a parallel with what are 

called the “Four Spiritual Laws”.  Just like there are laws of nature that we 

can observe (for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction; 

gravity can be measured at an acceleration of 32ft/sec2) there are also 

spiritual laws and spiritual law #1 says “Human beings are sinful and 

therefore separated from God and his goodness.”  This is the source of all 

the troubles we experience.  We don’t experience the fulness of God’s plan 

and love for us when separated from him and his good ways.  We were 

created to live in a relationship with him day by day, but we chose not to.  

We chose to go our own way.  It can be active rebellion, or passive 

indifference – either way the Bible calls it sin.  
✦“We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his 

own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” Isaiah 

53:6, NIV.
✦“But your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins 

have hidden his face from you, so that he will not hear.” Isaiah 59:2, 

NIV.
✦I remember years ago after spanking one of our boys, he turned 

around and scowled at me between his tears and shouted, “Hey, you 

hurt my bottom.  It’s your fault.!”  And I said, “No, you got your own 

bottom hurt.  I told you this would happen if you did what you did.  

And you did it. You brought it on your own bottom.  Now sit down and 

write me 25 times “I will NOT teach my little brother to fly.””
✦Now there is always our own part, for every person is sinful by nature.  

David says in Ps.51 “surely I was sinful at birth, from the time my mother 
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conceived me!”  Naomi’s family is kind of a visual symbol of it to some 

degree anyway in their walking away from Bethlehem.  Emptiness always 

results when we walk away from God in any degree.  CS Lewis said that at 

any given moment we are either drawing toward God, or moving away from 

him, but there is no middle ground.  I think he’s right. 
✦Let me say something else about pain, emptiness.  Some times we 

bring it on ourselves, and sometimes it comes on us apart from our 

choosing, and sometimes it’s a combination of both. Even those who 

walk with God, stumble and falter while trying to follow him.  We know 

that Naomi’s family believed in YHWH.  After all, their Moabite 

daughter-in-law, Ruth, is so much a God-follower after coming to their 

family that she choses Naomi over her homeland, another husband, 

her own family ties, and her own pagan religion! Ruth changed!  In 

addition, Naomi is well aware that God is sovereign.  She calls her 

trouble a result of the Lords hand going out against her (v13).  She 

says it is the Lord who brought her home to Bethlehem empty (v21).
✦So here we have a true believer who, all the same, left God to 

some degree, heading for Moab. Still she struggles to know God.  

And she is right, it is God’s hand that has brought misfortune upon 

her.  But it may be for other reasons too.  While pain is a result of 

human sin, it is not always our own.  And sometimes it is part of God 

making something good out of ours and other’s.  Naomi seems to me 

to be like us; those who believe and yet falter; who trust, and yet 

wonder; and who make both choices for and against God –all mixed 

together in the same person. Here’s the lesson: let us not contribute 
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to the misery by our own walking away.  If we must suffer, let it be for 

doing the right thing in an evil world.  If we must suffer, let it be the 

loving, reproving hand of God bringing about a good we cannot yet 

see.  But let it not be because we are walking away from him or his 

ways. 
✦“It is better, if it is God’s will, to suffer for doing good than for 

doing evil.” 1 Peter 3:17, NIV.
✦C.  Like Naomi and her family, people walk away from Bethlehem all the 

time.  The going gets rough with God, so we think we’ll try a few of our own 

ideas.  We walk away from Bethlehem whenever we ignore one of God’s 

commandments.  We walk away from Bethlehem whenever we try to 

redefine God’s design (like our country is trying to do with sexuality and 

marriage right now.)  We walk away from Bethlehem one little step at a 

time.  First it’s because someone at church made us mad.  Then it’s 

because sports demand so much of our time.  Then it’s because work 

wants us to come in surely God can not take care of us if we don’t do what 

the company wants.  Before we know it, we are believers who don’t pay 

much attention to God, who don’t practice God’s laws, and who don’t feel 

much of anything inside either.  We become, in a word, empty, like so many 

others who don't know God.
✦Oh we try things to fill the emptiness.  More movies.  More 

accomplishments. More awards.  More sex. More drink. More 

vacations.  More work.  But those things don’t fill the soul. Only the 

maker of the soul can fill a soul.
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✦No one finds fulness walking away from Bethlehem, the House of 

Bread.  But now the best part...
✦3. No matter what, no matter where, no matter when, God will take 

me back.
✦A. Part of the beauty of the Book of Ruth is how God redeems an empty 

life.  In fact one of the prevalent themes of chapter one is the returning to 

Bethlehem.  I mean, the steps into death and emptiness all happen in a few 

short verses at the beginning. But over and over we hear about Naomi’s 

return.
✦v6 she decides to return home.
✦v7 they set out on the road that will take them back to Judah
✦v10 the daughters say they will go back  with her
✦v22 literally mentions Naomi and Ruth’s “returning” twice in the 

Hebrew.
✦This is a love story of coming back home, to the Promised Land, to the 

House of Bread (Bethlehem), to a trust in God to provide, and to care for 

you, and to love you. Sometimes you and I believe satan’s lies that we are 

too far gone, that God will not forgive again, that really his displeasure is 

his strongest emotion toward us, that we may as well give up on trying to 

be good because we can’t and God is sick of us.  We preach the opposite 

in church but we don’t believe it in our emotions, especially when we feel 

guilty over our own sin.  I’m here to tell you, God is FOR you! His strongest 

emotion toward you is loving interest.  Let your heart believe it. Let your 

heart beat again.  God never tires of his children.  It’s why he invaded our 

world. Aaron Shust sings these words...
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✦ "Still You Love Me"
You see everything I do 

But still You love me 
You hear everything that I say 

But still You want me 
You know all my darkest secrets 

That I try so hard to hide 
You know everything I am 

But still You love me, still You love me 
Amazing love, how can it be 
That You would die for me 

Amazing grace, oh, the mystery 
My blinded eyes now see 
There's nothing I can say 
To make You turn away 

There's nowhere I can go 
You're never far away 

✦Conclusion:  And Ruth is our hint of this sacred romance between God 

and his believers.  In verse 16-17 we hear perhaps the most well known 

words of the whole story.
✦ Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people 

will be my people and your God my God. Where you die I will die, and 

there I will be buried. May the LORD deal with me, be it ever so 

severely, if anything but death separates you and me.”” Ruth 1:16, 

17, NIV. (By the way, that was a Hebrew oath!)
✦These words are a picture of God’s passion for his own!  Because of the 

dedicated love of Ruth and her commitment to God and therefore also to 

her mother-in-law, Ruth, the Moabite comes to Bethlehem.  And, (spoiler 
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alert) Ruth, the pagan foreigner, will be enfolded into God’s family, and 

Ruth will become the ancestor of Israel’s most famous king, David, (chapter 

4) from whose line will be promised the saviour of mankind, born in 

Bethlehem of Ephratha. Ruth’s name appears in the Christmas genealogy 

of Jesus Christ, one of only four women included.  Oh people, God’s love is 

ever on the move no matter where you go, no matter what you’ve done, no 

matter when you live. No matter who’s in the Oval Office.  No matter how 

corrupt the courts.  As John Piper put it, “If anything painful has fallen upon 

you to make your future look hopeless, learn from Ruth that God is at work 

for you right now...”  Because God was with Naomi in Moab, Ruth’s love 

was inseparable.  Because Ruth’s love was inseparable, David was born.  

Because David’s line was, the Messiah came.  And because the Messiah 

came, Paul would say...
✦“For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor 

demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither 

height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 

separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 

Romans 8:38, 39, NIV.
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